in reality, Sweeting Sweeting's work has much to say about how experimental practices can still be used to articulate and contribute to a feminist project. Like many early twenty-first century students of creative practice and cultural history, Sweeting came into contact with French feminist theory during her contextual studies at art college. In particular, Sweeting uses Julia Kristeva's philosophy of the "maternal abject" in Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (1982) and Hélène Cixous' notion of "white ink" in "The Laugh of the Medusa" (1975) to underpin her ongoing artistic statements and creative work. 2 Specifically, Sweeting is interested in how such texts rethink the productive functions of the maternal body, but also how, in their intertextuality, they deconstruct and re-read historical texts. 3 For Sweeting, French feminist discourse of the 1970s and 1980s
has become a medium to be experimented with and through. Sweeting has experimented directly with the very possibility of embodying what Cixous terms écriture féminine (literally "women's writing") through performance art.
In writing on Cixous, Kelly Ives helpfully defines the ambiguous concept or genre of écriture féminine as "a subversive position and activity, which deconstructs patriarchal (phallogocentric) language." 4 In order to perform the writing of Cixous and Kristeva, however, Sweeting adapts existing cultural texts (e.g.
Virgin and Child iconography, Moby-Dick, and the "Peau d'Âne" fairy tale), which she revises and inhabits. She also uses a series of animal surrogates in order to summon the philosophical abject and practice in white ink. Far from merely upholding the theses of Cixous and Kristeva, the artist burrows into their darker, more torturous implications. Current critical nostalgia for French feminism often overlooks the more challenging dimensions of such texts, such as the rejection of the maternal body, the notion of maternal failure, and the difficulty of reconciling the creation of life with the inevitability of death. Kristeva makes two claims that Sweeting has absorbed into her performative framework:
first, the notion that "the abject confronts us […] with those fragile states where man strays on the territories of animal"; and second, that "The abject confronts us […] within our personal archeology, with our earliest attempts to release the hold of maternal entity.
[…]" 5 Sweeting does not dodge the confrontational features of such theories. Her practice can be positioned on an ambiguous knifeedge between care and torture (nourrice/supplice), joy and sorrow, transgressing the limits of each by conveying text into image by way of prosthetic or otherwise surrogate acts of embodiment.
Sweeting uses photography and performance installations as the primary media with which to explore the aesthetics of care and torture, and with which to embody the experimental facets of French feminist discourse. Her performances tend to be private, dialogical encounters with select audience members.
Her photography similarly bears intimate content; she often uses the nostalgic dimension of lens-based media to tell stories about objects, selecting heir- the bizarre yet increasing consignment of mothering as a marginalized social category, the weird silences around the agony of infant mouths latching onto raw nipples, and the foodstuffs of breast-milk and formula as doubly abhorrent. 6 Twenty-first-century parents seem to be confounded no matter how they choose to nourish their offspring, leading to a strange social paranoia that does not appear to have infiltrated the rest of the mammalian kingdom.
The governmental dogma of breast-is-best is regularly contradicted-the exposure of lactating nipples and lactation itself are still viewed as socially abject by many. Wetnursing was once a common phenomenon, but shifts in the social strata and concerns around the transference of bodily fluids have banished such activities. Moreover, the duration of human breastfeeding is often culturally specific-many nursing mothers choose to wean their infants by a certain age for social rather than biological reasons. herself "nursing" a black kitten. Here the cat, rather than the artist, gazes at the camera. The cat becomes a surrogate for the knowing artistic subject, allegorizing but also naturalizing the act of interspecies bodily care the diptych presents. Sanglier ("wild boar" in French) was one of three kittens the artist adopted from a neighboring farm after their mother died giving birth to the litter. As Sweeting cared for the kitten, it began to nuzzle and root at her nipples of its own volition. Three years later, the cat died of a hereditary condition.
Sweeting later described the loss of this pet as the most profound grief she had ever experienced. Cixous deals with parallel themes of maternal responsibilities, surrogates, and feline bodies in her 1996 short story, "Shared at Dawn," which documents her mournful experience of clearing up the carcass of a dead bird, and her desperate attempts to prevent her pet cat, Thea, from reaching it. 10 The cat in this story is the beloved villain, not the object of care as in McAra 273 / Alex Eisenberg has described his experience of suckling from "the mechanical breastfeeding system" of Sweeting's faux teat, noting how this dialogic performance stirred within him "lingering" long lost memories of the all-round corporeal aesthetics (especially the taste) of his infancy. 22 As with many interactive performances, Eisenberg was uncertain about the true meaning of his desire for involvement, but the narrativization within his account provided a reflective space for rationalization. One wonders who is the true arbiter of torture/care in such encounters? From Eisenberg's account, it seems the dialogism of the encounter allowed both participants reciprocal access to the pleasure and pain midwifery, including antenatal models and diagrams that lent her performance a clinical, "sterilized" backdrop. She then greeted participating students in turn, discussing the choices women make around their reproductive capacities, before inviting individuals to suckle from her. Sweeting reports that only four of the trainee midwives accepted her invitation, but those who did described the experience as positive, liberating, and comforting. 23 Consent was paramount in this version of Sweeting's performance. As an experiment, the relatively low number of participants, even among professionals in this scenario, demonstrates the discomfort that prevails around breastfeeding and bodily substances. a live animal to participate, the artist prioritized the aesthetics of care over that of torture, the latter absorbed by her own bodily and emotional investment.
In cases where she cradled a creature in her arms, such as In Came the Lamb, Sweeting claims she never held the animal against its will. Moreover, she had already rescued the animal from early death, and she would have other wise used a bottle or syringe as with most animals rescued during infancy. Thirdly, Sweeting is aware of the health and safety concerns associated with the transmission of bodily fluids. Although she has developed the ability to induce lactation in her own body, as discussed below, she has often used an almond milk substitute in performances such as La Nourrice, whenever humans were invited to suckle directly from her.
Some viewers may find Sweeting's performances of interspecies care discomfitingly close to taboo forms of bestiality. As criminologist Peirs Beirne points out, however, one would hardly describe milking a cow as a form of non-consensual bestiality. He also describes an "affectionate" encounter between a young girl who suckled from her pet dog, highlighting the importance of "social context" and "physiological responses." 30 The theatrical nature of performance art similarly queries the role of any such "social context" in organizing the affective charge of the spectacle. On the one hand, representational, curatorial spaces are "safe" testing grounds, but, on the other, they are capable of provoking unpredictable dialogues that may be interpreted as dangerous or transgressive.
In order to produce new knowledge, one surely has to leave oneself open to the rawness of such encounters, as well as to the dialogical engagement they might incite. Again, this is far more nuanced than merely experimenting on animals. Rather, Sweeting is interested in what it means for her as an artist-creator when the abandoned cat or rejected lamb choses to nuzzle into her breast.
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She finds parallels here with her human counterparts-she encountered the same desires for maternal care and the same reliving of painful memories during her interactions with human audience members. Again, the long lost practice of wet-nursing serves as a useful analogy for this gesture of surrogacy-which could be potentially harmful or caring depending on the given scenario. In calling such defunct practices back to attention through performance, Sweeting deliberately and knowingly unsettles her audiences and simultaneously enables a reassessment of presumed values. She cares as she tortures.
Sweeting's hybrid status within her practice-to-date as a lactating, pre-maternal body is another disrupting force. It is worth noting that Sweeting's lactation does not derive from a biologically maternal source-her body has yet to conceive an infant, and yet, over time, her daily practice of massage and expression has enabled her body to produce a lactic substance (a variation on the immacu- Ambivalent feelings of loss, torture, and care associated with the malady of nostalgia are threaded throughout Sweeting's art. She once used the last words of painter Vincent van Gogh, "the sadness will last forever," as a statement for her overall quest to tackle profound, often incomprehensible, human emotions.
Such practice is both comforted and challenged by the French feminist theories of humanity's conundrums, specifically related to the maternal and the aesthetics of torture and care. For Sweeting did not only embark on her lactation narratives after her encounter with a poorly feline and an abandoned lamb, but in grieving for her young friend who drowned himself during a formative stage in her own artistic development. 36 The surrogate logic of metaphor and representation is put to task. Sweeting's work presents a wish not only to mother and care, but also to be mothered once again, as an allegory for dialogic art making. She represents a conflicted desire to return to the nested security of the womb, only to be wrested from it once more, and experience the joy and agony of childbirth as a metaphor for the history of women's struggles.
Her practice is politically effective not only because she draws close association between women and animal familiars and uses representations of bodily fluids to dislodge entrenched beliefs around the maternal and the erotic, but also because her practice has a complex, referential quality that reconfigures those deep-rooted texts from childhood, disrupting the origin myths attached to patriarchal civilization. She revises and demythologizes the presumptions of cultural and societal ur-texts through strategies of appropriation, embodiment, and abjection. The writings of Julia Kristeva and Hélène Cixous thus "mother"
Sweeting's art as critical heirlooms, as much as she refreshes them through the experimental procedures of her performance art.
